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Introduction 


This pilot study explores. some of the difficul- 
ties which refugees from El Salvador have 
experienced in their settlement and adaptation. 
We understand by settlement, the initial time 
period during which refugees begin the long 
process of adapting to life in an unfamiliar 
society. 

The study focuses primarily on the linguis- 
tic, economic and social dimensions of adapta- 
tion. Linguistic adaptation is a necessary 
condition for each of the other dimensions of 
adaptation. For without some fluency in the lan- 
guage of the host society, a refugee is not only 
handicapped economically, but will be unable 
to understand the cultural meanings used in 
everyday life. 

Social adaptation will depend primarily on a 
refugee’s occupational adaptation, that is the 
ability to transfer occupational skills or enter 
a similar occupation. 

The various dimensions are not only causal- 
ly related, but, over time, are mutually rein- 
forcing in a feedback loop: i.e. the degree of 
adaptation on one dimension will reinforce 
adaptation on the other dimensions. Since this 
study is exploratory, no hypotheses have been 
formulated. 

The study did not probe in any depth the 
respondents’ history of persecution and thus, 
the antecedent factors which might impede suc- 
cessful settlement. As their spontaneous replies 
indicate, however, such antecedent factors may 
in part account for the refugees’ adaptation 
difficulties. 

A broad ranging set of open-ended questions 
was addressed to a relatively small number of 
recently-arrived refugees from El Salvador. The 
aim was to identify, to the extent possible, the 
range of problems encountered by refugees 


during their initial settlement in Canada. While 
every effort was made to ensure that a reasona- 
bly representative group was interviewed, it 
should be noted that the small size of the sam- 
ple precludes any inference about the prevalence 
of any observed problem or characteristic in the 
population. More focused research will be 
required before the dimensions of any specifi- 
cally identified problem, and thus of any needed 
program response, can be accurately known. 
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SS na eR ee ee 
Methodology 


Ottawa and Toronto were selected as research 
sites. Fifteen resettled refugees were interviewed 
in Toronto, twelve in Ottawa, and three in Hull. 
An effort was made to include respondents with 
different educational levels, social backgrounds 
and age groups. Interviewing commenced mid- 
February and was completed toward the end of 
March. Spanish-speaking interviews were used 
for respondents who either did not speak 
English or who preferred to be interviewed in 
their native tongue. 

The interview schedule consisted mainly of 
open-ended questions which allowed the respon- 
dents to express themselves freely. However, the 
phrasing of the questions was standardized to 
ensure comparability of the answers. The 
schedule was translated into Spanish and then 
translated back into English. Tape recorded 
interviews were translated verbatim and all 
interviews were transcribed into a computerized 
pre-coding format. Code categories were con- 
structed for the major open-ended questions, 
which emphasize recurrent themes in the respon- 
dents’ replies. 


——— Ke 
Findings 


A. Initial Settlement 


The sample consisted of 20 men and 10 women. 
Most respondents were between 30 and 40 years 
of age. Their educational level ranged from 
post-secondary, secondary to grade school; one 
respondent had no formal education. Twenty- 
two respondents were married, and most came 
with spouses and children. 

One-third of respondents have lived in Cana- 
da for less than one year, nine have been here 
for between one and three years, and those 
remaining, for more than four years. 

Most subjects who sought asylum in another 
country had escaped to Mexico; four were 
admitted to the United States and the others 
went to either Costa Rica or Belize. There is 
some indication that recent refugees tend to be 
resettled directly from El Salvador, more 
frequently than those arriving several years ago. 

Married respondents tended to live in fairly 
large households. Eight respondents had four 
or more children living with them and in some 
cases other family members or friends shared 
their homes. None of the single respondents 
lived alone; they shared households with siblings 
or friends. 

Two respondents had been sponsored by their 
family and two were sponsored by private 
groups. Twenty-five of the thirty respondents 
were government-assisted and one man main- 
tained that he was admitted as an independent 
immigrant. 

Refugees can receive financial support for up 
to one year after their arrival in Canada. This 
support is terminated if they find employment 
within the year. Yet, despite the political perse- 
cution they endured, only eleven respondents 
were supported for the entire year. Apart from 
three respondents who still receive assistance, 
most received assistance from six to eight 
months. Three respondents’ support was discon- 
tinued after only two months. 


Despite the small number of cases, there is 
some indication that refugees arriving within the 
last two years were supported for shorter peri- 
ods of time than were those who came more 
than two years ago. Younger respondents, 
persons who were less than 30 years of age, seem 
to have had their support terminated earlier than 
those who were older. 

Only four respondents stated that they 
received ‘‘enough support to make ends meet’’; 
others either denied it or claimed that they 
barely managed to get by. Some reported that 
they could not afford to buy clothing and shoes, 
and a few said they did not have enough money 
for food. 

Most respondents were quite bewildered and 
lost when they first arrived in Ottawa or 
Toronto. The government allowance is not 
sufficient for persons unfamiliar with their new 
environment to buy nutritious food and does 
not cover such essential and needed items as 
clothing. 

Some spontaneous comments suggest that 
initial assistance by immigrant service organi- 
zations was grossly insufficient or entirely 
lacking. 


B. Linguistic Adaptation 


At the time of arrival most respondents lacked 
basic language skills. Only a few could under- 
stand street sings or engage in a simple conver- 
sation in English or French. 

Twenty-six respondents, eighteen men and 
eight women, attended language training. 
However, the twelve respondents in Ottawa and 
the three respondents in Hull had all been 
enroled in an English as a Second Language 
(ESL) or French as a Second Language (FSL) 
course respectively, under the Canadian Jobs 
Strategy Program. In Toronto however, only six 
of the thirteen interviewees were given the same 
opportunity; those remaining were enroled in 
part-time day or evening classes. 


Two of the four respondents who did not fol- 
low any language course, could not understand 
street signs, talk to anglophones or successful- 
ly obtain information from English-speaking 
store clerks. 

Fifteen of the twenty-six respondents who 
attended a language course were enroled within 
two months or arrival; those remaining had to 
wait from three to eight months. Respondents 
in Ottawa and Hull seem to have entered a 
course somewhat sooner that did those in 
Toronto. 

Of the respondents who are no longer attend- 
ing second language training, only twelve had 
completed their course, that is to say, they 
attended a course for at least five months. 
Refugees in Toronto seem to have attended for 
shorter periods of time than did those in 
Ottawa. One of the respondents claimed that 
the employment counsellor terminated her ESL 
training after six weeks because of ‘‘lack of 
progress’’. 

Length of attendance is not necessarily relat- 
ed to the respondents’ language skills at the time 
of arrival, as measured by our indicators. 

The most frequently made suggestions as to 
“*the best way for newcomers to learn English”’ 
ranged from “‘longer classes’’, ‘‘a more effec- 
tive or adequate language program’’ to ‘‘courses 
at the work place in which technical vocabulary 
is taught’’. 

Respondents tended to assess their language 
skills for the various situations more positive- 
ly, the longer they had been in the country. Yet, 
of the nine persons who had been here for more 
than four years, two could not get a job which 
required them to speak or read English. 


C. Economic Adaptation 


Economic adaptation in the wider sense refers 
to the refugees’ ability to become economically 
self-supporting. Several respondents experienced 


some difficulties in achieving it. Twenty-five had 
entered the labour force but only sixteen were 
employed. 

Although prima facie unemployment 
appeared to be high, a closer examination 
showed that with few exceptions, the respon- 
dents were not working due to circumstances 
beyond their control. They had difficulty find- 
ing work because of their age and a few had 
been laid off by their employer recently, 
together with other workers. 

The wages of the sixteen working respondents 
were generally low; four earned between $5 and 
$5.99 per hour, five between $6 and $6.99, two 
were paid between $7 and $7.99 per hour and 
the remaining five had an hourly wage of over 
$10. The wages of the respondents living in 
Toronto covered the entire range while those of 
respondents working in Ottawa fell either into 
the lowest or the highest category. 

Refugees who had to support several children 
had generally lower wages than those who had 
no children or were single. Of the married 
respondents with children, only two, each with 
four children, made more than $7 per hour. 
Since most respondents had found their employ- 
ment through friends, family members and rela- 
tives rather than through their own initiative, 
their concentration in low paying jobs may be 
perpetuated. 

There were no clear cut trends between wage 
earned and some of the variables which one 
would assume to be associated with it. As far 
as the respondents’ previous occupations were 
concerned, skilled tradespeople seemed to be 
able to command the highest wages, while wages 
of the four professionals were lower than those 
of the unskilled labourer and the former stu- 
dent. The relationship between the respondents’ 
wage level and the length of time they had been 
in their present job was inconclusive. The 
respondents’ earning capacity did not seem to 
improve substantially with the length of time 
they had lived in Canada. 


Economic adaptation in the narrower sense 
means the same as occupational adaptation, that 
is, the ability to transfer occupational skills or 
enter a related occupation. However, at the time 
of the interview only two respondents, a butcher 
and a draftsman, held jobs in which they could 
use their occupational skills. 

Professionals and skilled tradespeople 
experienced the most serious problems in having 
their qualifications accredited and in achieving 
the requisite fluency in one of the official lan- 
guages. As a result, they tended to be 
underemployed, if they were working at all. 

Asked what could be done to help refugees 
enter their previous occupation, the respondents 
suggested, for instance, that job and everyday 
life-related language courses should preferably 
last for more than five months; that additional 
training and re-training begin in fields for which 
refugees are qualified; that the requirement of 
““Ontario”’ or ‘‘Canadian’’ experience be waived 
and work experience in other countries be 
accepted; that their skills and qualifications be 
evaluated when they arrive; and that Canadians 
be made aware that refugees have education and 
skills. 


D. Social Adaptation 


Several indicators of social adaptation were 
used, ranging from the respondents’ perception 
of their health status to difficulties they 
experience living in Canada. 

Despite the small sample size, the findings 
support the hypothesis that a refugee’s social 
and cultural adaptation is contingent upon their 
occupational adaptation. The attitudes and per- 
ception of the two respondents who have been 
able to transfer their occupational skills, 
differed markedly from those of the others. 
Their health status is excellent, they are optimis- 
tic about the future, and have no difficulty at 
all adjusting to life in Canada. 


Anxiety and stress appear to be major factors 
in impaired health status. Respondents who 
were unemployed or who held low paying jobs 
within the $5 to $6.99 range, tended to describe 
their health as ‘‘not very good’’ and ‘‘poor’’. 
However, the longer respondents had been in 
Canada the more frequently they tended to have 
a positive evaluation of their health status. 

Twenty-four of the thirty respondents agreed 
that Canadians are prejudiced, only four denied 
it and two had no opinion. Their personal 
experiences of discrimination occurred at work 
involving fellow workers and supervisors, in 
their interactions with settlement workers and 
employment counsellors, and particularly in 
public places. 

The respondents’ perceptions about Canada 
are clearly influenced by their refugee 
experience. Asked, for instance, what they liked 
most about life in Canada, the majority 
mentioned spontaneously, ‘‘freedom, peace and 
security.”’ 

The respondents would advise their friends 
to come to Canada primarily for political rea- 
sons, such as the current situation in El Salvador 
or only if their lives were in danger. 

Nearly all respondents have family members 
in El Salvador. They fear what might happen 
to them and would like to bring them to Canada 
if their financial resources would permit it. 


Conclusions and 
Recommendations 


The research findings appear to indicate that oc- 
cupational adaptation is a crucial factor in the 
refugees’ social adaptation. However, length of 
time in Canada does not seem to have any sig- 
nificant effect on their ability to transfer oc- 
cupational skills. 

Two factors in particular seem to impede the 
respondents’ ability to transfer their occupation- 
al skills; a) the unequal treatment refugees feel 
they receive from employment counsellors and, 
b) the prejudice and discrimination they report- 
edly encounter, not only in their contacts with 
agencies, employers and fellow workers but also 
in daily life. 

Refugees are resettled for humanitarian rea- 
sons. Indeed, as the interviews suggest, without 
resettlement many of them might not have sur- 
vived in El Salvador. Yet, by accepting refugees 
for humanitarian reasons we ignore that they 
are also a valuable source of human potential 
and hence we do not give them the same oppor- 
tunities to use their occupational skills as other 
immigrants receive. Employment counsellors 
seem to take a short-term view by insisting, ac- 
cording to our respondents, that refugees be- 
gin working as soon as possible, without regard 
for the qualifications they may possess. 

Based on these findings the following recom- 
mendations are made: 


a) A study should be initiated comparing the 
criteria used by vocational and profession- 
al counsellors with those employed by coun- 
sellors in the Adjustment Assistance 
Program for enroling eligible candidates 
into language and vocational training. 


b) Employment counsellors working in the 
Adjustment Assistance Program should be 
required to consult with the appropriate 
vocational counsellors before decisions are 
made with regard to language training 
and/or vocational training. 


c) Serious consideration should be given to 
enabling refugees to gain access to the skill 


d) 


€) 


g) 


h) 


i) 


training component of the Canadian Jobs 
Strategy Program. Skilled tradespeople and 
those without transferable skills should be 
enroled in vocational training courses and/or 
be placed with employers under cost-sharing 
arrangements. 


Serious consideration should be given to the 
feasibility of combining language and voca- 
tional training. 


Immigrant settlement organizations should 
be required to institute outreach programs 
to reach those refugees who otherwise would 
not seek assistance. Special funds should be 
earmarked for this purpose. 


Refugees who are not accustomed to an 
urban environment should be assisted in 
finding suitable accommodation to prevent 
them from being victimized by unscrupulous 
landlords. Their progress in adaptation 
should be monitored until they are self- 
supporting. 


Refugee caring associations should be en- 
couraged to become actively involved in the 
settlement of government-assisted refugees 
who, because of their functional illiteracy or 
political persecution and imprisonment or 
both, desperately need more personal con- 
tact with, and help of, Canadians to cope 
with everyday life. 


Employment counsellors working in the 
Adjustment Assistance Program should be 
given the opportunity to take part in race 
relations training. 


Incidences of racial discrimination against 
Salvadorans and Central Americans should 
be closely monitored to avoid the possibili- 
ty that they may become the latest victims 
of racial hatred and ignorance. 
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